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INTRODUCTION 

National Qualifications Frameworks (NQFs) are inherently dynamic entities.  They are dynamic in the way they have spread globally, through various mechanisms of policy influence and diffusion.  They are dynamic because they are used as agents or instruments for change in education and training systems.  And they are dynamic because the introduction of an NQF is not an event but a lengthy process which involves complex interactions with the education and training system, with its learners and stakeholders and with its socio-economic and political environment.

Yet the literature too often portrays NQFs in static terms, as matrices of levels and sectors or fields of learning, backed up by organisational charts to show how functions such as standard-setting, qualifications design and quality assurance are delivered.  This way of looking at NQFs not only ignores their dynamic features, but also implies that introducing them successfully is largely a technical matter.  In this view the task is primarily one of appropriate specification, careful design and construction and correct installation: provided these instructions are followed, the NQF can be plugged in and switched on and it will immediately start to work.  

This paper asks how we can conceptualise NQFs in more dynamic terms.  It suggests two complementary ways of doing so, which together may contribute to a dynamic conceptual model of NQFs.  The first focuses on differences among NQFs and proposes a typology of NQFs based on their ambitions to transform their education and training systems and their strategies for doing so.  The second approach focuses on the common features of NQFs and proposes a model of change which a ‘successful’ framework may need to follow.  The paper focuses primarily on comprehensive frameworks, although much of the conceptual model applies also to partial frameworks which cover a single sector of learning such as higher education (HE) or vocational education and training (VET). 

However, the insight that NQFs are dynamic entities, whose introduction is a lengthy process and whose impacts will only emerge over time, carries a further implication: that it will take a long time to assemble an adequate evidence base on their implementation and impact.  Much of the empirical evidence is still based on the five NQFs identified by Tuck (2007) as first-generation frameworks (Australia, New Zealand, Scotland, South Africa and England-Wales-Northern Ireland) together with one or two advanced second-generation frameworks such as Ireland and older qualifications structures recently re-defined as NQFs, such as France (Bouder and Kirsch 2007).  This paper is no exception: it uses the NQFs of Ireland, Scotland and South Africa to illustrate its typology and as source material for its model of change.  Even these older frameworks are far from being fully implemented, let alone realising their full impacts.  And they are unlikely to be representative of later-generation NQFs, which have been introduced in different national contexts and in a different international climate that is itself influenced by the experience and perceived lessons from the early frameworks.  On the other hand, the empirical evidence on later-generation frameworks is even more limited; the literature on these frameworks consists mainly of descriptions and advocacy material, and it says more about the objectives of NQFs than about whether they achieve these objectives in practice (eg OECD 2007). 

Consequently the dynamic model outlined in this paper is provisional, to be further developed, re-formulated or abandoned in the light of later experience.  The final section of this paper discusses possible directions in which the model might be taken.  The model is proposed as a working tool for the International Labour Office project on The implementation and impact of NQFs, which aims to update our understanding and enlarge the evidence base on NQF developments around the world.  

The ILO’s broader aim - together with that of the European Training Foundation, a partner organisation in the project - is to move from a model of policy borrowing - a feature of NQF development hitherto (Philips 1998, Mukora 2006) - towards policy learning (ETF 2008).  Policy borrowing assumes that ‘best practice’ can be identified and transferred between countries.  Policy learning is a broader concept which recognises that cross-national comparison may serve a variety of policy-related purposes including understanding one’s own ET system better by contrasting it with other systems, identifying common trends and pressures, clarifying alternative policy strategies and identifying practical issues likely to be raised by each strategy (Raffe 2007a).  Policy learning is associated with constructivist models of learning by policy-makers and aims to help policy-makers devise their own country-specific solutions rather than import solutions from elsewhere (Grootings 2007).  In principle its broader purposes are implied by such concepts as ‘peer learning’ and the ‘open method of coordination’.  Underlying this analysis, therefore, is the question: what kinds of policy learning are likely to be achieved through the comparative analysis of NQFs?  

A TYPOLOGY OF NQFS

This section introduces a typology of NQFs, based on their ambitions to transform ET systems and their strategies for doing so.  Young (2007) notes that the similarity of the written models of NQFs masks their underlying diversity.  Nevertheless, the literature on NQFs contains several classifications of NQFs and analyses of their differences (eg Young 2005, Coles 2006), including guides to policy-makers of the issues to consider and the choices required in the process of introducing an NQF (Grootings 2007, Tuck 2007).  Drawing on this literature, we may identify three aspects of the diversity of NQFs.  In addition to differences of purpose and differences of design, well recognised and discussed in the literature, there are differences in the processes of implementation which, while not ignored, have received rather less discussion.    

Possible purposes of NQFs include:
o	To increase transparency and improve understanding of the education and training system and of its parts
o	To promote access, transfer and progression into, within and between programmes of learning
o	To provide an instrument of accountability or control of the education and training system
o	To enhance the quality of provision, or make it more consistent
o	To update, improve or extend standards 
o	To promote the mobility of labour or of learners
o	To make the education and training system more demand-focused, increasing the influence of learners and employers and reducing the influence of providers
o	To promote lifelong learning
o	To support wider social and economic transformation.  

Most NQFs pursue more than one of these goals, although it may be useful to distinguish those which pursue the more modest purposes at the top of this list and those which pursue the more radical purposes lower down.  The above list focuses primarily on national goals, although ‘promoting the mobility of labour or of learners’ may refer to international mobility.  Many countries introduce NQFs to help their citizens to market their skills in other countries, to recognise the qualifications of immigrants, or to help market their own education and training internationally.  And many countries are introducing NQFs in order to fulfil international obligations.  

The second aspect of the diversity of NQFs is their design.  Frameworks may be tight or loose, depending on the stringency of the conditions which a qualification must meet to be included in the framework.  Frameworks may be partial and cover a single sector or type of learning, or they may be comprehensive.  Many comprehensive frameworks have a nested structure, with sectoral sub-frameworks contained within a (typically looser) national framework.  NQFs may be based on whole qualifications, on smaller units or standards or on a combination of these.  They may include a credit or ‘volume’ measure, or they may not.  They may vary with respect to the number of levels, the domains (such as knowledge, skills and competence) for which level descriptors are defined, and the nature of these descriptors (Hart 2009).  They may vary with respect to the types of qualifications or fields of learning, if any, which they formally distinguish.  And they may vary with respect to the extent to which they are based on learning outcomes and the concept of learning outcome on which they are based, an issue explored in the first Discussion Document in this series (Young and Allais 2009); in this paper this variation is partly captured by the contrast between tight and loose frameworks.  

NQFs also vary with respect to the process of their implementation.  The process may be bottom-up or top-down.  It may be driven by national governments or their agencies, by stakeholders external to the education system, by education/training providers themselves, and by combinations of these.  An NQF may be compulsory and based in legislation, or voluntary.  Some countries have tried to introduce an NQF in a single step; other frameworks have developed incrementally over a series of reforms.  And NQFs vary in their policy breadth, that is, in the extent to which they are introduced as part of a coherent suite of measures or are expected to have a ‘stand-alone’ impact.   

These differences of purpose, design and process tend to be related.  Drawing on her study of the South African NQF, Allais (2007) has proposed a typology of NQFs based on their transformational ambitions and the extent to which they take the existing ET system, or a proposed future system, as the starting point.  The typology presented below draws on Allais’ analysis but with differences of labelling and emphasis.  It starts by distinguishing three types of framework:

o	A communications framework takes the existing education and training system as its starting point and aims to make it more transparent and easier to understand, typically in order to rationalise it, to improve its coherence, to encourage access and to highlight opportunities for transfer and progression between programmes.  

o	A reforming framework takes the existing system as its starting point but aims to improve it in specific ways, for example by enhancing quality, increasing consistency, filling gaps in provision or increasing accountability.  It is typically statutory and has a regulatory role.  

o	A transformational framework takes a proposed future system as its starting point and defines the qualifications it would like to see in a transformed system, without explicit reference to existing provision.  It typically uses learning outcomes for this purpose because they allow qualifications to be specified independently of existing standards, institutions and programmes.

The three types can be represented as a continuum, summarised in Figure 1.  A communications framework tends to have a loose design, to be voluntary, to be developed from the ‘bottom-up’ and possibly led by ET institutions, and to pursue incremental change for which the NQF provides a tool but other factors (complementary policies or demands arising from social and economic trends) actually drive the change. A transformational framework, on the other hand, tends to have a tight design, to be statutory, to be imposed through more top-down processes in which ET institutions are one set of stakeholders among many, and to be conceived as the direct driver of transformational change. Reforming frameworks, the intermediate category, combine features of each. Like communications frameworks they take the existing system and its institutions as their starting point. But whereas a communications framework provides a tool to facilitate change driven from elsewhere, a reforming framework has more specific reform objectives of its own - for example, to fill gaps in provision or to make quality standards more consistent.  It therefore tends to be statutory, to have tighter requirements and to try to drive change directly as well as to facilitate other change agents.

Figure 1.  A continuum of NQFs
COMMUNICATIONS	↔	TRANSFORMATIONAL
starts from present system	↔	starts from future system
incremental change	↔	radical transformation
tool for change	↔	driver of change
‘bottom-up’	↔	‘top-down’
voluntary 	↔	statutory 
providers have central role	↔	providers included among stakeholders
loose	↔	tight

Allais (2007) argues that communications frameworks tend to be institution-led and to treat knowledge, and boundaries between types of knowledge, as given; transformational frameworks tend to be outcomes-led and to treat knowledge as undifferentiated and knowledge boundaries as socially constructed.  The continuum in Figure 1 shifts the   emphasis from the epistemological assumptions underlying each type of framework to their social and policy processes, and specifically to their implementation strategy and model of change.  The more transformational the ambitions of a framework, the less evolutionary or incremental the process by which it attempts to achieve them.  

Of the early comprehensive NQFs, those in Australia, Scotland, Wales and France are examples of communications frameworks, those in New Zealand and South Africa started out as transformational frameworks, and that in Ireland is an intermediate or reforming framework.  Brief case studies of the Scottish, South African and Irish frameworks are presented below.  Of the various frameworks covering England, Wales and Northern Ireland, National Vocational Qualifications (NVQs) were transformational whereas the Qualifications and Credit Framework currently being developed may have more characteristics of a reforming framework.  However, in applying the continuum we should remember that NQFs’ purposes and features may change over time and vary across sub-frameworks, as we see in the case studies below.  

A model of this kind may serve at least three purposes.  First, it can encourage greater national self-awareness among policy analysts and policy-makers by helping them to see their own system in comparative context; it can ‘make the familiar strange’ (Broadfoot 2000, p.357) by drawing attention to features of one’s own system that would otherwise be taken for granted.  Second, it can encourage reflection on how the purposes of NQFs, their design and the strategies for implementing them are connected.  Third, the model can be used to compare the implementation and impact of NQFs and it can provide the starting point for an exploration of why some frameworks appear to be more successful than others.    

Attempts to draw policy lessons from the experience of early NQFs suggest that the most transformational frameworks have faced the greatest problems of implementation (Raffe 2005, Young 2005).  If we define ‘successful’ frameworks as those which include most of their target qualifications, retain broad-based stakeholder support, avoid major changes in strategy and achieve at least their shorter-term objectives, then none of the three transformational frameworks listed above - New Zealand, South Africa and NVQs - was clearly successful, at least when first introduced (Robinson 1996, Raggatt and Williams 1997, Mikuta 2002, RSA 2002, Allais 2007, French 2008).  

However, this conclusion is based on a small number of countries and on a narrow and short-term criterion of success.  It is perhaps hardly surprising that the NQFs with the greatest ambitions are the least likely to achieve them all.  Moreover, it does not explain why transformational frameworks might face greater problems of implementation.  To do this I shift the focus of the paper from a cross-sectional comparison to an analysis of how NQFs develop and evolve over time.  I first do this on a single-country basis, taking a single example of each type of NQF in the typology; I then abstract from their experience to develop a general model of change.  Like the typology above, this model is intended to apply to all countries but it is based largely on the experience of early NQFs. 




THREE CASE STUDIES

The Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework (SCQF) is an example of a communications framework.  It is a comprehensive, credit-based framework with twelve levels.  Formally launched in 2001, it followed a series of reforms which created what were to become sub-frameworks of the SCQF, such as the Scottish Credit Accumulation and Transfer scheme (SCOTCAT) which subsequently developed as the higher education sub-framework and the Scottish Vocational Qualifications (SVQ) framework of occupational qualifications.  Some of these earlier reforms began the process of bringing sub-frameworks together into an integrated system: for example, SCOTCAT linked university degrees to colleges’ short-cycle HE awards, and another reform (Higher Still) introduced a ‘unified system’ linking school and college qualifications.  The earlier reforms also introduced, across much of education and training, what were to become design features of the SCQF: learning outcomes, unitisation, credit and a consistent set of levels.  Consequently the SCQF itself could start from the existing system and progress through a series of small, incremental steps (Raffe 2007b).

Its aims, compared with other NQFs, are relatively modest and consistent with a ‘communications’ role: to support access to learning and to make the education and training system more transparent (SCQF 2003).  It aspires to be the ‘national language’ of learning in Scotland.  It is voluntary, an instrument of change rather than a driver of change.  For example, although the SCQF provides a basis for transferring credit from colleges’ short-cycle HE awards to degrees, universities can choose whether or not to recognise this credit and for which programmes.  Some college stakeholders expect that credit should transfer more automatically: the management of expectations has been a continuing challenge for the SCQF (Gallacher et al. 2005).  The framework provides a tool - in this example, for credit transfer - but does not mandate its use.  Other drivers, such as funding incentives and measures to encourage articulation, are needed to maximise use of the framework.  

The SCQF is a led by a partnership of the main qualifications-awarding bodies (the universities and the Scottish Qualifications Authority, which awards most school qualifications and many college qualifications) together with the government and the colleges (which, with the universities, are the main public providers of vocational and general post-school learning).  Other stakeholders such as employers, professional bodies, the voluntary sector and learners are represented, but in an advisory role.  It is a loose framework, designed to build on earlier reforms which had developed an increasingly coherent and unified qualifications system.  It therefore accommodated existing Scottish Qualifications Authority and university qualifications relatively easily; many of the modifications needed to fit these into the framework could be made as part of ongoing processes of programme review, qualification re-design or the development of new qualifications.  The SCQF provides a natural reference point for such processes.  Unlike the South African and Irish frameworks described below, it does not formally distinguish between ‘legacy’ qualifications and qualifications that have been developed or modified to fit the framework.  The task of placing other qualifications in the framework, including employer-based and professional qualifications and community learning, has progressed slowly.  An evaluation in 2005 revealed wide concern over slow progress, which it attributed in part to the partnership model (Gallacher et al. 2005), but the pace of change accelerated following changes to the SCQF management in 2006.  In 2007 the Scottish Government’s skills strategy asked the new management structure to ‘move quickly to ensure that the SCQF embraces more learning opportunities by increasing the number of credit rating bodies; facilitating the inclusion of work based learning programmes and encouraging the recognition of informal learning’ (SG 2007, p.49).  ‘Credit rating’ is the process by which qualifications are approved for inclusion in the framework, and new organisations are now being authorised to credit-rate. Awareness and understanding of the framework are also increasing, if slowly: people tend to become familiar with the SCQF only when they have a practical need to know about it.  

The evaluation mentioned above reported generally positive perceptions of the framework and support for its aims (Gallacher et al. 2005).  The SCQF has increased transparency and provided a tool for increasing the cohesion of the education and training system, for rationalising and enhancing provision, and for promoting access, transfer and progression, even if it has relied on other drivers to achieve these ends.  The evaluation concluded that the SCQF was a valuable tool for change but doubted its efficacy as an agent of change.  And its status as tool, to be used (or not) by other drivers of change, makes it difficult to determine its independent impact.  Nevertheless, by the criteria of short-term ‘success’ listed earlier, the SCQF has been reasonably successful: it has included - or is in the process of including - most of its target qualifications, it retains broad-based stakeholder support, it has avoid major changes in strategy and it has achieved most of its shorter-term objectives.

This relative success has been attributed to the SCQF’s loose design, its voluntary character, its incremental approach and the involvement and ownership by stakeholders, especially HE (Young 2005, Raffe et al. 2007-08).  In contrast to many NQFs elsewhere which have aimed to address a lack of confidence in existing qualifications (Grootings 2007), the SCQF has been led by the bodies which award the qualifications.  As such, it exemplifies the strengths and weaknesses of a communications framework: its introduction has been relatively smooth and uncontested, but it has modest aims and limited capacity to change education and training except in ways supported by education and training institutions themselves.  However, the fact that these weaknesses are seen to be outweighed by the strengths reflects the success of earlier reforms which established a relatively coherent, unified and largely outcomes-based system of education and training in Scotland.  

One implication of a dynamic perspective on NQFs is that it becomes harder to distinguish a framework from the sequence of policy changes of which it is a part.  The changes which many countries hope to accomplish through a single NQF were achieved in Scotland over three decades through a series of reforms, many of which did not fit the ideal type of a communications framework.  Although the SCQF is loose and voluntary it embraces sub-frameworks (such as Scottish Vocational Qualifications and some Scottish Qualifications Authority qualifications) with a tighter specification, which were established in earlier reforms through more ‘top-down’ processes.  Stakeholder ownership of some of these earlier reforms was variable, and often constrained by the goal of creating a unified or integrated framework, which requires a system-wide perspective on education and training that disenfranchises stakeholders whose interests are restricted to a specific sector (Raffe et al. 2007).  In other words, the coherence of the current system presided over by the communications SCQF may partly reflect the success of reforming frameworks introduced earlier. 

The South African NQF, an example of a transformational framework, was established in 1998 under the terms of a 1995 Act, the first education and training legislation of the post-apartheid democracy.  It aims to develop an integrated framework, to facilitate access, transfer and progression, to enhance quality of provision, to redress past discrimination and to promote personal, social and economic development.  The existing education and training system was seen as an inadequate starting point because of its association with the apartheid past and the radical nature of the transformation required. The NQF defined the blueprint for a new system to replace it, using learning outcomes as a means of defining the system independently of existing arrangements.  It is a comprehensive framework, initially with eight levels covering qualifications across twelve organising fields and across higher, further and general education and industrial training.  To begin with, integration across these sectors was a strong aspiration of the NQF, to be achieved through a single, tight model based on unit standards.  The NQF is led by a central agency, the South African Qualifications Authority (SAQA), with extensive input from external stakeholders.  Education and training providers shared in this process along with other stakeholders, but they did so as part of a centralised, ‘design-down’ process that gave them relatively little discretion to interpret or adapt the decisions reached through consultation.  A range of standards-setting and quality-assurance bodies were established to implement the framework.

The impact of the South African NQF must be seen in the light of the enormous educational, social and economic challenges that faced the new democracy after the end of apartheid.  It must also be seen in the light of the framework’s transformational ambitions.  The particular circumstances of South Africa at the time, and the lack of alternative policy strategies, put it under a burden of expectations that, in the eyes of some observers, it should never have been given.  In 2002 a Study Team appointed by the government to review the implementation of the framework found ‘general dissatisfaction with the pace of implementation especially in respect to access, progression and redress.  The architecture of the NQF, embracing policies, regulations, procedures, structures and language, is experienced as unduly complex, confusing, time consuming and unsustainable.’ (RSA 2002, p.i).  The first wave of SAQA’s impact study, based on the perceptions of a sample of stakeholders, reported substantial impact on the nature of learning programmes and building a lifelong learning culture, moderate impacts on other aspects of learning programmes and minimal impact on quality assurance and addressing the learning needs of individuals and society (SAQA 2005).  French (2008) describes positive impacts including near-universal buy-in to core principles and values, the institutionalisation of many new (and arguably good) practices across the education and training system and an impact on industry.  However, he also notes that many unit standards had been generated but remained unused, improvements in assessment were limited, and the level descriptors and the recognition of prior achievement had still to prove themselves.  

In terms of the criteria of short-term success discussed earlier, the NQF has had a mixed record.  Many qualifications have remained outside the framework, or have been registered only as ‘provider’ qualifications and not as qualifications designed according to the NQF’s own unit-standards-based approach.  Conversely, many new unit standards remained unused.   The NQF lost the support of a number of stakeholders, particularly in the school and HE sectors, but also some business interests opposed to regulation, complexity and cost.  And it underwent a change in strategy in 2008-09, following a period of review and policy indecision which began within a year or two of the framework being established (Allais 2007).  

The South African NQF is probably the most intensively studied, debated and contested of any comprehensive framework.  There is a singularly rich critical literature on the NQF, much of it devoted to analyses of where it went wrong.  This offers a variety of explanations, some of which focus on the NQF’s underlying strategy and others on the way it was implemented.  

One set of explanations attributes the problems to the NQF’s tight design, based on a narrow concept of learning outcomes expressed through unit standards, and the insistence on applying this model universally.  One argument claims that this version of a ‘pure’ outcomes model was unworkable because it made impossible assumptions about the transparency and specificity of learning outcomes; attempts to make this model work merely resulted in increased bureaucracy and complexity (Allais 2007).  Another argument suggests that although the NQF curriculum and assessment model might have been appropriate for some qualifications it was unsuited to many types of learning and especially to discipline-based learning in upper-secondary and higher education (Ensor 2003); this argument was reflected in the government’s proposals, following the Study Team report, for a more differentiated ‘interdependent NQF system’ (RSA 2003).   Another variant focuses on political issues: the tight outcomes-based approach was resisted because it entailed central control over the content and assessment of learning.  The perception that the NQF was too tight led to the recent decision to re-design it as three sub-frameworks within a much looser over-arching framework.    

Another set of explanations point out that the NQF lacked policy breadth.  Too much was expected of the NQF alone.  As the Study Team pointed out, successful qualifications reforms elsewhere have been linked to institutional reforms, improved resources and a focus on capacity building, features largely absent in South Africa (RSA 2002).  Indeed, far from complementing the NQF, many subsequent policy decisions undermined its implementation, for example by creating a confused distribution of responsibilities and denying SAQA the powers it needed to enforce its own decisions (Allais 2007).  Above all, policy breadth was denied by the division - and frequent opposition - between the two responsible government Departments, Education and Labour.  Several commentators have attributed the problems of the NQF primarily to this division, and to the consequent weaknesses of central decision-making (Mukora 2006).  

Other explanations refer to problems of implementation, including the proliferation of organisations set up to manage the different functions of the NQF, the lack of skilled staff to run these organisations, the inadequate resources and dependence on donors, the involvement of some stakeholders in the detailed specification of the NQF and the failure to make proper use of expertise, to problems of leadership, and so on.  

The NQF was effectively re-launched by an Act of 2008 which established it as a looser, more differentiated, more ‘bottom-up’ framework, with more input from educational institutions.  It is based on three relatively autonomous sub-frameworks covering higher education, general and further education and training and occupations.  It retains its transformational aims, at least formally, but in other respects it now more closely resembles a reforming framework.

The Irish National Framework of Qualifications (NFQ) is an example of a reforming framework, intermediate between the Scottish and (early) South African NQFs but closer to the former.  Launched in 2003, under the terms of an Act of 1999, it has broad aims which include supporting lifelong learning and cultural change, promoting access, transfer and progression, promoting quality and standards, rationalising existing provision and extending this provision where necessary (NQAI 2008).  It is a comprehensive, outcomes-based, qualifications-based framework, with ten levels, a number of ‘award types’ but a relatively loose structure which, like the SCQF, embraces tighter sub-frameworks.  Its central leadership resembles the South African NQF more than the SCQF.  There is wide participation from stakeholders, but the Framework is led by a central agency, the National Qualifications Authority of Ireland (NQAI), together with two Awards Councils (the Further Education and Training Awards Council and the Higher Education and Training Awards Council: FETAC and HETAC) which lead developments in their respective sectors.  It has wider transformational aims than the SCQF: it has more specific objectives with respect to extending the quality and range of provision, and it is itself expected to drive changes, for example through enforcing guidelines on access, transfer and progression (NQAI 2003), rather than simply providing a tool whose use depends on other drivers.  On the other hand it is less transformational than the South African NQF; it starts from the existing system, it builds on previous reforms (although these cover a shorter time period than the reforms which preceded the SCQF) and education and training providers have been key stakeholders (Granville 2003).  

This continuity with previous practice meant that existing awards could be placed in the framework on a best-fit basis before they were fully re-designed in terms of framework standards and criteria.  As a result, and similar to developments in Scotland, there is an incremental, iterative and sometimes lengthy process whereby existing practice is brought into line with the framework and vice versa.  This process takes place at a national level within each sector of education and training (see below), but it also occurred at an institutional or programme level as the framework came to be used as a reference point for periodic processes of programme review, qualifications re-design and the development of new awards.  Continuity with past practice, and the need to retain the support of stakeholders, has resulted in some apparently anomalous or arbitrary decisions, for example the placement of all craft awards at the same framework level despite differences in their level of demand.  It has also resulted in inconsistencies in nomenclature, and in a classification of ‘award types’ which some users of the framework have found difficult to understand.  Such decisions reflect political and pragmatic realities but are seen to threaten confidence in the NFQ; the NQAI is initiating a process to iron them out.
 
Some of these inconsistencies reflect the different approaches pursued with sectors.  Even more than the SCQF, the Irish NFQ varies across its sub-frameworks.  It has a stronger transformational role in respect of the two sub-frameworks led respectively by FETAC and HETAC, than in universities and especially schools where its impact has been small.  HETAC and FETAC themselves pursue contrasting strategies.  HETAC moved quickly to re-cast existing qualifications in line with the framework, and delegated responsibilities to the larger providers in its sector.  This enabled awards quickly to become formally compatible with the framework, but at the cost of ‘compliance’ rather than deeper implementation of the new approach (HETAC 2008).  FETAC maintained the existing standards and procedures pending a more root-and-branch reform to be achieved through a new Common Awards System, which sets standards and criteria for all qualifications in its sector, although this is taking longer to introduce.  The NFQ has no regulatory role with respect to schools or universities.  However the mutually-reinforcing impacts of the NFQ and the Bologna process have stimulated parallel and complementary change in the university sector.  This illustrates how a reforming framework also relies upon other ‘drivers’ of change, in this case international pressures.  However, with respect to other framework objectives, such as access, transfer and progression, there is concern to ensure that other measures and national policies, for example public-sector employment practices, are consistent in their support of the NFQ.

The early emphasis on development within sectors may have been partly at the expense of integration across sectors.  Quality assurance arrangements, award titles and communications strategies vary across sectors; the FETAC brand tends to be better known than the framework brand among some users in its sector (FETAC 2008).  As in Scotland the balance between development within sub-frameworks and integration into a national framework may change over successive stages of the reform.  The imminent amalgamation of the NQAI, HETAC and FETAC may signal a shift in emphasis towards system-wide integration, in contrast to the change of emphasis in South Africa developments but parallel to that in Scotland. 

The Irish NFQ demonstrates the benefits of stakeholder involvement and a consensual approach. The depth of implementation and impact of the NFQ are variable, consistent with its reforming role and ambitions varying across sub-frameworks.  Public awareness and understanding are increasing slowly and (as in Scotland) tend to grow in line with the practical use of the framework.  Within education institutions, awareness and understanding of the learning-outcomes approach are also increasing slowly but appear to fall short of total cultural change.  There is some frustration with the time taken for impacts to appear, and (again as in Scotland) the management of expectations is a continuous challenge.  Nevertheless, despite having somewhat greater ambitions than the SCQF the Irish NFQ, as a reforming framework, is also widely perceived to be successful.  Some European countries see it as a more useful model than the SCQF because it does not assume a quarter-century of preceding reform.  


THE PROCESS OF INTRODUCING AN NQF

These three examples, together with the experience of other early frameworks, show that the process of introducing an NQF has technical, social and political dimensions.

The technical dimension probably receives the most attention in the development process and in ‘how-to’ guides for policy-makers introducing NQFs.  It embraces such aspects of NQF development and implementation as specifying learning outcomes and descriptors based on them, establishing criteria and procedures for placing qualifications in the framework, introducing systems for defining standards and assuring quality, defining principles of credit transfer and progression and procedures for enforcing these principles, and so on.  The experience of the first-generation frameworks confirms that technical features are important.  If, for example, qualifications are placed at inconsistent or arbitrary levels in the framework, or if there are no mechanisms for ensuring that credit transfer or progression conform to framework principles, then confidence in the framework will be undermined.  The first-generation frameworks also demonstrate that frameworks that are too tight may face difficulties.  The ‘failures’ of NQFs in South Africa, New Zealand and England are attributed to the imposition of a tight and uniform model across diverse types of learning and/or to the limitations of a learning-outcomes approach which makes impossible assumptions about transparency and specificity (Wolf 1995, Smithers 1997, Ensor 2003, Allais 2007).  Tight frameworks have typically become looser over time, as in the case of South Africa and the Higher Still sub-framework in Scotland, or they have narrowed their scope and become sub-frameworks of a larger framework or register, as in the case of the New Zealand NQF and English NVQs.  The tension between the tightness of a framework and its comprehensive coverage is one of the most consistent generalisations from the experience of early NQFs.   

The social (cultural and institutional) dimension of introducing an NQF reflects the wide-ranging nature of the changes involved.  An NQF provides a new ‘national language’ of learning, to be spoken by users and stakeholders as well as providers.  It takes time for this language to become widely spoken and understood.  In all three case-study countries awareness and understanding of the framework have spread only as people engaged directly with it.  There is a similarly long process of cultural change as programme designs, pedagogies and assessment are aligned with framework criteria and with their underpinning principles.  Introducing an NQF involves building trust in qualifications and confidence that they match their descriptions in the framework – for example, that qualifications placed at the same level are indeed comparable (Young 2002, Coles and Oates 2004).  And it involves bringing the ‘institutional logics’ of education and training into line with the ‘intrinsic logic’ expressed in NQF criteria and principles.  The intrinsic logic of successive Scottish reforms was to broaden access, provide flexible opportunities for credit transfer and progression, establish parity of esteem for all learning at a given level and provide a progression ladder based on the capacity to learn.  However this conflicted with institutional logics which imposed barriers to access and progression, offered whole programmes rather than transfer credit, sustained informal hierarchies of knowledge, discriminated on ascriptive grounds and used qualifications to ration educational and labour-market opportunities rather than to support progression (Croxford et al. 1991, Raffe et al. 2007).  The introduction of an NQF involves aligning institutional logics of this kind with the intrinsic logic of a framework. 

Institutional logics have ‘macro’ as well as ‘micro’ aspects (Young 2002).  The process of introducing an NQF will depend on how closely it is supported by wider social and economic factors as changes in the workplace and in employers’ demand for qualifications, the changing patterns of social and occupational mobility and the extension of market principles and of neo-liberal ideas (Allais 2003, Philips 2003).  ‘Macro’ factors may hamper the introduction of NQFs.  For example, the intrinsic logic of NQFs tends to assume that educational selectors use qualifications as indicators of the capacity to learn at higher levels and that employers use them as indicators of human capital (eg EC 2005).  But in practice qualifications may more often be used to ration scarce places in education and employment and to determine a hierarchy of attainment: for social selection and screening rather than to indicate learning potential or human capital.  In Ireland this contrast is reflected in the tension between the framework principle that progression should be based on the capacity to succeed and the use of a ‘points system’ based on school Leaving Certificate grades to allocate higher education places.  CEDEFOP (2008, p.33) attributes the relatively small influence of learning outcomes on European upper-secondary general education to the fact that this sector’s ‘educative function ... can be overshadowed by the selective function’.  

Introducing an NQF also has a political dimension: it involves struggle and contestation.  This is true of any educational reform but it is particularly true of NQFs because of their systemic nature, and because they often aim to regulate the system or to re-distribute power, for example in favour of learners or employers.  And even when they offer little threat to the established order, as in Scotland, this may reflect the pre-emptive influence of powerful interests such as higher education which assume leadership of the reform and thereby control its direction.  In other words, the political character of the introduction of an NQF may be concealed.  It may be concealed in other ways: political opposition may be expressed in purely technical terms.  

The role of stakeholders is therefore critical.  Which stakeholders are engaged, and their respective roles and influence, will vary across countries, but the three case studies suggest two general points.  First, the social nature of the process and its dependence on institutional logics means that the engagement and support of education and training providers, especially universities, are critical for the successful introduction of a comprehensive NQF.  Higher education interests led the Scottish framework, supported the Irish one but at times felt marginalised from that in South Africa.  Universities’ support for the Irish framework, which was led by a strong central agency, partly reflected the consultative style of its introduction but also reflected their perceived self-interest in engaging with the Bologna process which was closely coordinated with the NQF.

Second, stakeholder engagement is not sufficient.  An NQF is a unifying instrument, designed to enhance the transparency and coherence of education and training; it therefore requires mechanisms for coordination and for achieving coherence across a diverse system.  This can be in tension with the need for stakeholder engagement.  It typically privileges stakeholders with a system-wide frame of reference (such as higher education), and those which are best organised nationally.  It also privileges sectoral and institutional leaderships, who tend to be much more actively engaged with the early stages of framework development than (say) teachers and lecturers.  But even where (as in Scotland) leadership is shared by well-organised stakeholder groups co-ordination can become too weak; a new SCQF management structure was needed to retain momentum.  

These three dimensions - technical, social and political - are interrelated.  In particular, the technical aspects of introducing an NQF cannot be separated from the social and political aspects.  Technical instruments such as quality assurance and the ‘correct’ application of a learning-outcomes approach are blunt instruments of change, whose effective use depends on their social and political context.  Quality assurance systems have to be socially and culturally rooted if they are not to become mere exercises in box-ticking and compliance; and they are unlikely to generate public confidence in qualifications if this is not also supported by experience, usage and the standing of providers or awarding bodies.  Learning outcomes similarly depend on the context in which they are used (Oates 2004).  Their application requires professional judgements and ‘external references and benchmarks’ (SCQF 2007, Hart 2009), and they are unlikely on their own to challenge deep-rooted public judgements of the standing or level of education.  As the Irish and Scottish frameworks showed, the placement of qualifications depends upon pragmatic as well as technical judgements.  Far from being a neutral, technical instrument, learning outcomes and level descriptors are built on compromise and pragmatism, as illustrated by the development of the European Qualifications Framework (Markowitsch and Luomi-Messerer 2007) and by the way the Bologna framework evolved from an input-based framework of higher education cycles to one based on learning outcomes.  And the problems experienced by tight NQFs similarly have a political aspect: tight frameworks restrict the types of knowledge acquired through education and training, and they curb the freedom of educational institutions to shape curricula, pedagogies and assessment, and they therefore meet resistance.  

Once we recognise that the introduction of an NQF has social and political as well as technical dimensions, it becomes clear why it needs to be seen as a dynamic process and not as a simple matter of correct specification, design and installation.  The social and political issues discussed above involve dynamic processes of institutional and cultural change, the development of trust, of the resolution of tensions, and so on.  A ‘successful’ framework needs to be introduced in a way that respects their social and political dimensions and their dynamic character.  In the next section I propose a normative model of change: a model which NQF implementers need to follow if they are to be successful.  


A NORMATIVE MODEL OF CHANGE   

On the basis of the early frameworks we can identify at least eight conditions for success in the process of introducing an NQF.

-	Long time scales.  Developing framework standards and procedures may take time, but the social processes involved in their application typically take much longer.  The framework will only enter the language of learning and promote cultural change over time, and with use.  Similarly, confidence and trust can only develop over time and with experience of using qualifications in the framework.  In all three case studies evaluations or reviews reported dissatisfaction with the slow pace of change.  All frameworks face a challenge to manage expectations, to prevent implementation from being rushed and superficial but also to avoid inertia and obstruction.

-	Stakeholder involvement and partnership.  Stakeholder involvement and partnership, if not ownership, is critical for success.  It is necessary in order to populate the framework, to change institutional logics and to ensure that implementation of the framework goes beyond mere compliance.  If an NQF aims to apply common principles across an education and training system its introduction will be helped by achieving relative consensus, which in turn may depend upon engaging the most powerful stakeholders.  This in turn means that pragmatic compromises are involved in framework development – for example, in decisions about the level at which qualifications are placed in the framework.  The relative power of different stakeholders will vary according to framework goals but the support of education and training interests, and especially higher education, is critical for the success of a comprehensive framework; the support of employers is critical for a VET framework.  Introducing an NQF will be much harder in countries where stakeholders are not well organised, for example where there is a weak tradition of civil society or where most employers are small or family enterprises.  

-	Effective mechanisms for coordination. A framework is an instrument for unifying an education and training system, or a sector of one, and therefore needs mechanisms for coordination, for aggregating the interests of stakeholders, for maintaining the momentum for change, for managing the iterative processes described below and, where necessary, compensating for the weakness of stakeholder organisations. 

-	A loose but variable design.  A framework needs to be loose enough to accommodate different types of learning, to fit different institutional logics and to secure the engagement of stakeholders, especially providers, who may feel threatened by a tight framework.  The overall framework needs to be loose but it may vary across sub-frameworks, some of which may require much tighter arrangements.  It may also vary over time, in response to changing policy environments, as in South Africa.  In both cases the variation in tightness reflects political and institutional as well as technical and epistemological criteria.   

-	Labour-market demands.  The intrinsic logic of the framework needs to be aligned with the institutional logic not only of the education and training system but also of the labour market.  This can be difficult.  It typically requires, among other things, that skills are strongly in demand in the labour market, that employers use qualifications as a means of expressing this demand, and that their use of qualifications is not ‘crowded out’ or distorted by other institutional logics such as those associated with wage determination processes, credentialism or the use of qualifications to screen for ability.

-	Iterative alignment.  The process of mutual accommodation of NQF and practice, of aligning a framework with institutional logics and educational practices, occurs iteratively.  For example, educational programmes are progressively aligned with the framework as this is used as a tool in programme review and re-design; conversely, the framework may be modified in the light of issues raised by its application in practice, for example by adding level descriptors for different types of learning outcomes.  A similar iterative process is needed to align technical with social/political considerations, for example to resolve anomalies arising from the pragmatic compromises mentioned above.  

-	Balance between sub-framework development and framework-wide development.  A further aspect of ‘iterative’ development concerns the balance between development processes within sectors (or sub-frameworks) and the development of coherent system-wide arrangements.  The emphasis is likely to shift between these two over time.  In some countries, as in Scotland, NQFs may develop initially as unconnected sectoral frameworks but based on common principles, which may allow for their eventual integration.  This may have implications for the relative influence of stakeholders.  

-	Policy breadth: the implementation and impact of a framework will depend on its alignment with national policy, institutional priorities and other contextual pressures.  An NQF may provide a new intrinsic logic but other measures may be needed to change the institutional logics which determine its use.  The South African experience suggests that consistency as well as breadth of policy is important.  Policies in support of an NQF need to be consistent across different branches of government, such as education and labour ministries.  And the slow, incremental process of introducing an NQF may be frustrated by abrupt changes in national policy, for example following a change in government.

Earlier in this paper I noted that transformational frameworks tended to have the greatest difficulties of implementation.  This model of change helps to explain why.  It points to a tension between the radical aims of many NQFs and their need for a process of implementation that is the opposite of radical: long-term, incremental, iterative and reasonably consensual, in which NQFs provide tools for change but are not expected to drive it.  Successful NQFs develop incrementally and organically.  They depend on processes of trust-building, cultural and institutional change that can only occur incrementally and through experience, starting from existing institutions and practices.  They need the support and engagement of institutions and organisations with a stake in the existing system.  They need a loose, weakly prescriptive design.  They may require development to proceed within sub-frameworks with only loose framework-wide coordination.  They need other change agents to make them effective.  All these factors could be seen to restrict the transformative capacity of NQFs and suggest why transformational frameworks have been less successful - or, at least, why they have encountered greater difficulties - than communications frameworks.  

However, the typology is a continuum not a dichotomy.  There are intermediate possibilities between the extremes of a communications framework and a transformational framework.  Reforming frameworks, as the Irish example suggests, may get the best of both worlds.  And all three case studies show how the character of an NQF may vary across sub-frameworks and over time.  The Scottish framework did not need to be transformative or even strongly reforming because it built on earlier reforms which created reforming sub-frameworks with tighter specifications and at least relatively top-down processes of implementation.  And it could be argued that the weakness of existing institutions in South Africa made the NQF’s radical break with what went before a necessary part of the change process, a short sharp shock that paved the way for the more reforming model of framework now being introduced.  In effect the transformational framework helped to re-define the ‘existing system’ from which a more incremental model of change could then start.  (This is not to deny that the original NQF may have had weaknesses of design and implementation, lacked policy breadth, and suffered planning blight during the prolonged transition to a reforming framework.)  

What all this suggests is that the success of a framework depends primarily on its model of change, together with key features of its design; it is not simply an inverse reflection of the scale of its ambition.  Even radical transformations of education and training may be achieved through NQFs that are introduced in a manner that is long term, incremental (as far as is possible given the range and capacity of existing institutions), iterative and reasonably consensual, with variation across sub-frameworks and over time, and with supportive policies and measures to drive implementation and use of the framework.  


DISCUSSION

The model described above is based largely on the experience of early NQFs and is tentative for a number of reasons.  First, there are few early frameworks from which to generalise.  The model draws on the experience of other countries’ NQFs (notably New Zealand and England) in addition to the three case studies, but it still rests on a very narrow empirical base.  Cross-national studies frequently find that national typologies based on a small sample of countries work much less well when applied to a larger sample (eg Gallie 2007, Raffe 2008).  Second, even this small sample is unrepresentative of countries which have more recently decided to develop NQFs.  It primarily consists of high-income, anglophone countries with open, loosely regulated economies and with developed education and training systems influenced by liberal, anglophone traditions.  Third, although there was substantial mutual influence among the early frameworks they were developed in an international context very different from that of later frameworks which have been more directly influenced by regional meta-frameworks, by international bodies and donor organisations or more simply by a fear of being left behind in the race to acquire an NQF.  And finally, the evidence even from the early starters is inconclusive.  Not only have the full impacts and consequences yet to appear, but the explanation of the experience to date is contested, as the South African example illustrates.  And the dynamic model proposed above, with its emphasis on organic, holistic relationships and lengthy time scales, suggests that cause-and-effect models can never be easy to apply to the introduction of NQFs.  

The conclusions of this paper are therefore tentative, to be tested against the experience of newer frameworks as well as further experience and further analysis of the early frameworks.  It is tentative for a further reason.  Earlier in this paper I contrasted a notion of policy borrowing, based on the assumption that ‘best practice’ can be transferred across national contexts, with a broader notion of policy learning which recognises a wider range of purposes of cross-national comparisons.  These purposes include increasing national self-awareness, identifying global trends and pressures, clarifying policy options and the issues that they typically raise, and helping to understand the processes of educational change.  Commentators who have worked with NQFs in different countries typically draw attention to differences in their contexts, purposes and strategies; few would advocate a single model of best practice applicable to all NQFs.  Yet, after a fashion, this is what this paper has done: it has proposed a normative model of change which, albeit stated in general terms, is claimed to be applicable to all NQFs.  The question therefore arises: does the normative model of change apply to all NQFs in all contexts?  

In both Ireland and Scotland the relative success of the framework, and the model by which it is implemented, may be associated with a number of contextual factors.  These include:

o	a policy culture and policy style that already had, in varying degrees, several characteristics of the normative model: policy continuity and incrementalism, consensus, producer dominance and partnership; 

o	small scale (populations of 4 and 5 millions respectively);

o	relatively uniform and transparent institutional arrangements, which facilitate the task of aligning ‘institutional logics’ with frameworks and their technical requirements;

o	reasonably well organised stakeholder groups, especially among providers, with the capacity to act in concert;

o	well developed education and training institutions, and previous policies to increase their coherence, on which an incremental model of change could build;

o	a developed economy, and a large formal labour market in which qualifications are a recognised currency; and

o	the resources (including expertise, skills, organisational capacity and finances) to establish an NQF.

These factors contributed to the ‘success’ of the Irish and Scottish frameworks, in part, because they made it easier to adopt the normative model of change described above.    

The first step in further developing a dynamic conceptual model of NQFs is to identify the most important features of the context in which an NQF is introduced, starting from the above list.  The second step is to develop a more detailed typology of the processes of NQF implementation, in order to see how these might vary in relation to the contextual factors.  This could start from the variable features of the normative model of change outlined in this paper.  For example, in comparing NQFs it may be important to consider:

o	the role and influence of different stakeholder groups, with particular reference to the relative influence of central authorities, education/training institutions and employers and other stakeholders, and to how strongly they are organised and resourced at national level;

o	the emphasis on development at sectoral or sub-framework compared with system-wide level.  This in turn has implications for the capacity to engage stakeholders who may lack a system-wide frame of reference, and it may affect such processes as the development of awareness and trust and the adaptation of institutional logics.  In both Scotland and Ireland the emphasis switched from sub-frameworks to the comprehensive framework; the same pattern is evident in some newer frameworks such as Romania, where common principles underlie the development of separate VET and HE frameworks, which may be integrated at some future date (Hart and Rogojinaru 2007).  In South Africa the reverse trend occurred;

o	similarly, the changing balance of tighter sub-frameworks and looser over-arching frameworks;

o	the nature of the iterative alignment of existing qualifications and practice with the framework.  A key variable suggested by the three NQFs reviewed above is the relation between ‘legacy qualifications’ provisionally accommodated in the framework and new qualifications that fully conform to its criteria.  The process of iterative alignment will be different in frameworks where legacy qualifications are (i) not formally distinguished, as in Scotland, (ii) modified, over time, to form framework-compliant qualifications as in some sub-frameworks in Ireland or (iii) replaced by new qualifications, as was the intention in South Africa;

o	policy breadth.  Not only is policy breadth - the extent to which a framework is complemented by other policies - a variable, but the nature of complementary policies is itself an important source of variation.  A similar typology to Figure 1 may be applied to these policies.  Thus, the process of introducing an NQF may be very different depending on whether the framework is intended to support (i) policies to rationalise and coordinate an existing education and training system, or (ii) policies to effect radical change in an existing system, or (iii) policies to develop a substantially new system (or a new sub-system such as VET). 
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